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Introduction
Physiognomy, the art, or sometimes science, of reading a person’s character or destiny from the 
appearance of their face, has a long history in many areas of the world. The huge number of 
treatises, handbooks and diagrams produced to explain how physiognomy functions are a testament 
to how important it was once considered. Largely dismissed today, however, the influence of 
physiognomy over various aspects of past life and culture is downplayed. It was Michel Foucault 
who identified an overarching theory behind early modern forms of knowledge, through 
“similitude”: increasingly complex connections and resemblances between aspects of the world or 
universe (the macrocosm) and personal experience of it (the microcosm).1 Although he does not 
mention physiognomy specifically, it clearly falls under this category of a science based on meaning 
attributed to appearance. Foucault wrote only in relation to early modern Europe, but physiognomic 
practices were present elsewhere in the world. Given that physiognomy is a science of appearance, 
one place to look for it is in artistic representations of human appearances. Therefore an enquiry 
into physiognomy’s presence in figurative art in different areas of the world can also help to 
consider the use and impact of physiognomy more globally.
Physiognomy can be an illusive issue to recognize in art, given that it is often not looked for, and 
we do not have the original subjects with which to compare images. Perhaps because of the 
difficulty in defining exactly when and how physiognomy is used in art, some scholars mention the 
influence of physiognomy on images, but do not elaborate how physiognomy is actually working 
within an artwork.2 Through a comparison across different artistic traditions, therefore, similar 
patterns or contrasting uses of physiognomy in art can be more easily identified. Peter Burke states 
that ‘[h]istorians of Europe will never be able to say what is specifically western unless they look 
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1 Foucault (1971) pp.17-30
2 c.f. Goswamy (1986), Rogers (2010)
outside the west.’3 The same applies with historians of other cultures, especially when studying 
such a hard to pin down subject as physiognomy. A comparative study of physiognomic traditions 
has not been carried out, even independently of physiognomic art, although it has been suggested as 
a fruitful area to explore.4  
The three cultures that I have chosen to concentrate on for this study of physiognomy in art, China, 
Europe and Mughal India, are not the only loci of early modern physiognomic practice. However, 
they are three disparate cultures which cover, or at least touch on, the histories and traditions of 
large swathes of the pre-Colombian order. Their physiognomic traditions also therefore represent 
those of many areas; Japan’s physiognomic tradition, for example, was largely drawn from Chinese 
physiognomy, and Mughal physiognomy was a combination of both Persian and Indian traditions.5 
Often seen as three very disparate cultures, studying how physiognomy and art interact in each area 
can therefore help to define both similarities and differences in the way the world was thought 
about. 
The purpose of such a comparison of three physiognomic practices goes beyond noticing their 
similarities and differences, however. Physiognomic artwork is not merely an illustration of 
physiognomic thought; paintings themselves are ‘a record of visual activity that one has to learn to 
read, just as one has to learn to read a text from a different culture.’6 There are two ways in which 
one could approach “reading” an artwork: a literal “reading”, semiotically decoding the meaning of 
each feature in a painted figure, and revealing its meaning as indicated by contemporary 
physiognomic handbooks; or alternatively attempting to “read” the intention and meaning of the 
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3 Burke (1994) p.148
4 Zysk (2005) p.441
5 Kohn (1986) p.228
6 Geertz (1976) p.1488
image (or a group of images) as a whole. The difficulty of physiognomy’s embedded and often 
unspoken nature means that the first method risks merely pointing out stylistic patterns and 
differences between the three cultures’ art. Even with reference to physiognomic texts, deciding 
when a painted feature matches that described in a book is ultimately a subjective issue. Instead by 
attempting to understand how physiognomy may function within art can reveal more useful 
conclusions. 
This second form of “reading” an artwork is the focus of Clifford Geertz’s 1976 essay, in which he 
describes art as emerging from and being part of the “cultural system”. A cultural system is the 
product of collective experiences and ideas of people within a given society.7 The production, use 
and meaning of anything created from a cultural system is therefore predicated on the structure of 
that precise system, and to understand it one must attempt to understand the system. Geertz does not 
mention physiognomy as one of the many elements of a cultural system, but the range of case 
studies to which he them applies his ideas illustrate the wide range of ways his ideas can be useful. 
Both physiognomy and art are enmeshed in the cultural system of any given society, within which 
they interact with each other and other aspects of the system; as shall become evident, religious 
concerns, social hierarchy, and patron’s wishes all also impacted on physiognomic art. Therefore 
studying physiognomy and art as elements of a cultural system allows for a greater insight into how 
physiognomy may have functioned, as well as a more complete understanding of the artworks 
themselves.
The period I have chosen to focus on, 1500 to 1800, commonly called the “early modern” period is 
not a unique period of physiognomic practice; physiognomic reading had taken place long before, 
and would continue afterwards. However, several remarkable features contribute to physiognomy 
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7 ibid
and physiognomic art in these centuries: the Mughal Empire, with its convergence of Indian and 
Persian traditions and culture, was founded; printed and illustrated manuals became increasingly 
common in both China (fig. 1) and Europe (fig. 2), through which much physiognomic knowledge 
was spread. As a growing middle level of society emerged, an increasing number of people had 
money to commission and buy artworks, including portraits; paintings of everyday life, as opposed 
to religious or historical scenes, landscapes or formal portraits, also emerged. These paintings shall 
be a focus of considering how physiognomy was used when depicting the non-elite.
Focusing on how art is mediated through physiognomy as part of a cultural system is even more 
important in terms of the two forms of painting that are the subject of this paper: portraiture, and 
scenes of everyday life and common people (what European art history terms “genre art”). 
Although physiognomy could appear in any art involving figures, these two genres of painting are 
especially suited to an exploration of how physiognomy was represented. These forms of painting 
are often assumed to be relatively stylistically unmediated, even documentary. Their mediation 
through a society’s surrounding culture is less obvious than, for example, that of religious scenes, 
which are clearly mediated by the faith of the contemporary culture. The naturalistic style often 
used for portraits and many genre paintings further simulates a reflection of historical reality. A 
consideration of how physiognomy works within these subjects can therefore challenge this 
apparent ease of understanding them. 
Physiognomy often merges with other traditions of interpreting knowledge from the body, including  
reading bodily lines, wrinkles and moles, and the hands (chiromancy).8 However for reasons of 
space and focus, I concentrate on the face, given that it is the most visible area of the body, and the 
focus of portraits of identifiable people. After briefly tracing the physiognomic traditions of China, 
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8 Porter (2005) p.5
Europe and Mughal India up to the early modern period, and identifying primary similarities 
between them, I shall consider how physiognomy interacted with art through representations of the 
self, as is shown through portraiture, and through representations of the Other, in “genre art”. Most 
early modern figural art is found in paintings, from Mughal miniatures bound in albums, to life size 
European oil paintings. In addition, I touch upon sculpture, as portrait busts were popular in Europe, 
and prints, the most common medium of Chinese and European early modern physiognomy 
manuals.
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Physiognomic traditions
Physiognomy in China (xiang) has a very long history, first mentioned in ‘scattered anecdotes’ 
dating from the Waring States Period, and with physiognomic-sounding practices evident even 
earlier.9 However, it has been relatively little studied: Livia Kohn focuses on several different 
periods of physiognomic practice, whilst Mette Siggstedt gives the most complete, albeit brief, 
outline of how the tradition developed.10 Two physiognomic texts translated by Kohn are 
representative of the form of physiognomy that circulated in China throughout the early modern 
period.11 The overarching theory behind Chinese physiognomy is that a person’s qi (“vital energy”, 
or “breath”), and hence their inner nature, can be read from their appearance.12 In this way it is 
related to other traditions of geomancy and medicine, and thus was part of a highly regarded and 
respected group of disciplines that all linked the human microcosm with the macrocosm of the 
wider world.13 
The Chinese physiognomy tradition developed largely in isolation, with the latest outside influence 
appearing to arrive from India along with Buddhism around the second century AD.14 Indeed, when 
the anthropologist William Lessa studied contemporary Chinese physiognomy, it is almost exactly 
the same as the contents of the early Ming Shenxiang Quanbian.15 Lessa’s study is another useful 
source of information, as he supplements his observations with historical study of the tradition. This 
relatively static tradition of physiognomy does not meant that related visual expressions in art also 
demonstrate no development.
Rebecca Bray 
 12
9 Kohn (1996) pp.197, 199
10 Kohn (1986, 1988, 1996); Siggsted (1992)
11 Kohn (1986, 1988)
12 Kohn (1996) p.199
13 ibid
14 Lessa (1968) pp.172-174; Kohn (1996) pp.205-207
15 Lessa (1968); Kohn (1986) p.228
The European history of physiognomy has been the most studied of any physiognomic tradition in 
this paper.16 The most complete history of early modern European physiognomy was compiled by 
Martin Porter in 2005, who explores the complex origins of the practice, as well as how it 
influenced various levels of European society. The chief origin of European physiognomy was in 
classical Greek and Roman texts, most prominently the treatise Physiognomonica, once erroneously 
attributed to Aristotle, although indeed a text of the classical period.17 This origin was a prestigious 
distinction for the discipline, given the enthusiasm for classical learning during the Renaissance. 
However it was also sometimes a source of contention, marking physiognomy out as a “pagan” 
discipline during Counter Reformation zeal for enforcing godliness and Christian behaviour. 
Debates raged over whether physiognomy was a biblical science, pagan theology, or even 
witchcraft, and several physiognomic texts were placed on the Papal Index of banned books.18 Such 
religious anxiety was increased by physiognomy’s further influence from the Middle Eastern 
Islamic tradition of firāsa, one of a number of forms of scientific and philosophical knowledge that 
diffused into Europe during the interactions between Christians and Muslims over territorial 
possession of southern Europe.19 From these varied sources, the resulting tradition of physiognomy 
was applied throughout the Middle Ages, closely related to other sciences based on appearance 
including the Doctrine of Signatures and the medical system of the humours, all of which linked 
humans and the world, through systems of signs.20
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16 c.f. Barasche (1975), Cowling (1989), Montagu (1994), Leitch (2009), Wilson (2010), Cheng (2012)
17 Swain (2007) p.2; full translation pp.639-661
18 Porter (2005) pp.11, 13-18
19 d’Andiran (2010) pp.76-77
20 Porter (2005) p.49
Physiognomy in the Mughal Empire is a little less straightforward to trace. Having only been 
founded in 1526 by Babur, then lost in 1540 and regained in 1555 by his son Humayun, it was still a 
young culture by the seventeenth century.21 There is therefore no long history of Mughal 
physiognomic texts to draw on, as in China and Europe. What is clear however is that the Mughal 
court did indeed use some form of physiognomy, and that it was highly thought of: when the 
emperor Jahangir described his father, Akbar, he mentioned a mole and explained that “[t]hose 
skilled in the science of physiognomy considered this mole a sign of great prosperity and exceeding 
good fortune”.22 Knowledge of the influences of other Mughal sciences does therefore allow for a 
reasoned deduction of what physiognomic traditions and practices the Mughals drew on. 
As an Islamic dynasty, with close links to the Safavid court, the Mughals often drew heavily on 
Persian forms of Islamic knowledge. This is the case with the Islamic tradition of physiognomy, 
firāsa, the history of which is the subject of several essays.23 Firāsa was already a form of hybrid 
knowledge, having been partially drawn from the classical pseudo-Artistotle and Polemon texts that 
European physiognomy also drew upon.24 It was also Mughal practice to draw on local knowledge 
from India, especially in relation to art, given that many artists in the royal atelier were local 
Hindus.25 Indigenous Indian physiognomy has not been much studied, apart from an essay by 
Kenneth Zysk.26 Sanskrit literature contains many references to physiognomic traits and their 
meanings, that were collected into one brahmanic text, the Sāmudrikatilaka, during the twelfth 
century.27 Notably, this form of physiognomy has very separate regulations and aims for men and 
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21 Wright (2008) p.xxvii
22 Quoted in Goswamy (1986) p.194
23 Soucek (2000); Hoyland & Ghersetti (2007)
24 Swain (2007) pp.6-8
25 Stronge (2010) p.24
26 Zysk (2005)
27 Zysk (2005) p.427
women. While female physiognomy was predominantly interested in showing whether a woman 
would make a good wife, a large portion of male physiognomic instruction focuses on signs of a 
good ruler.28 
Recorded in Akbar’s official biography, the Akbarnama, is the story of an early recognition of 
Akbar’s talent as a ruler that appears to confirm the merging of Islamic and Hindu physiognomy. 
Baba Bilas, an Indian hermit, “read temporal and spiritual supremacy in the lines of [Akbar’s] 
forehead and congratulated him on his external and internal kingship, and gave him good news of 
long life, and lofty distinctions” (fig. 3).29 Which form of physiognomy was used is not stated, but 
this anecdote suggests a merging of Islamic and Hindu physiognomy, given that the foretelling of a 
great ruler (central to Sanskrit physiognomy) is read specifically by a very spiritual person (a key 
feature of one branch of firāsa). Mughal physiognomy therefore appears to be the most hybrid of 
the three traditions, drawing on a wide range of practices; that such geographically disparate 
practices could be combined together already suggests the comparative nature of physiognomy.  
The origins of the physiognomic traditions of China, India and Europe are therefore very separate, 
however there are a number of similarities between the resulting practices. All three divide the 
ability to read character from the face into two main categories; an innate, general reading (whether 
held by all people or only the most spiritual), and a learned reading based on individual features.30 It 
is feature by feature reading that was most commonly recorded, and hence the focus of this study. 
What these interpretations can lead to is either a revelation of future fate, or of inner character; by 
the early modern period this latter inference was more common.31 Exactly how features were read 
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29 Quoted in R. Kessler, “In the Company of the Enlightened: Portraits of Mughal Rulers and Holy Men”, in Studies in 
Islamic and Later Indian Art from the Arthur M. Sackler Museum, (Harvard University Art Museums, 2002) p.24
30 Kohn (1996) p.199; Porter (2005) pp.ix-x; Hoyland (2007) pp.240-241
31 Siggsted (1992) p.728
differs between traditions; both Chinese and Sanskrit physiognomy emphasised numerological 
division of the face, then interpreting each section.32 European and Islamic physiognomy tended to 
instead take a feature and list the meanings connected with each possible appearance of size and 
shape.33 In terms of what the different traditions generally count as positive features to have, there 
is an emphasis on regular features, and good looks that are not however too idealised. 
Branches of each tradition relate the features of people to animals, very much suggesting a 
connection through similitude between humans and the outside world. Perhaps the most famous 
physiognomic treatise, Giovanni Battista Della Porta’s 1586 De humana physiognomonia, is largely 
based upon comparing animal heads with those of humans (fig. 2), a practice originally from 
pseudo-Aristotle.34 Chinese texts similarly compare human and animal faces, as well as link 
specific features with those of animals, such as “cow-like eyes” or a “deer nose”.35 A similar 
practice is perhaps present in Jahangir’s description of Akbar as “lion-bodied”.36 In Sanskrit and 
Chinese traditions, there is an emphasised link between the physiognomy of horses and that of 
humans, suggesting perhaps an early interaction between the two, possibly around the same time as 
Buddhist physiognomy traveled to China from India.37 Although Buddhism was largely absent from 
India by the early modern period, its physiognomic influences lingered in the form of the lakshanas, 
artistic conventions of depiction that at times worked with physiognomy within Mughal art.38
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There are also similarities in how physiognomic knowledge was transmitted. Whilst the main 
evidence we have of physiognomy is through texts, it is important to remember that all three forms 
were based originally on oral traditions. Porter discusses one example of such an oral transmission 
in the form of some rarely recorded European early modern physiognomic proverbs, such as “curled 
hair, curled sense”.39 However where such oral practices have not been recorded (and hence once 
again become a text), they are lost to us. The texts and handbooks of physiognomy are therefore the 
basis of any historical study of the subject. Explanatory manuals were present in all three areas, 
however Mughal ones (largely based on firāsa) were hand written and illustrated with painted 
scenes (fig. 4), rather than the printed diagrams of many Chinese (fig. 1) and European 
handbooks.40 This would have affected their accessibility, as mass printed books and pamphlets 
would have been able to reach a larger audience, as well as being less expensive for less wealthy 
people to purchase. 
When using these texts, it is useful to consider Luce Giard’s exploration of certain assumptions 
embedded within manuals and “how-to” books.41 These assumptions involve presupposed 
knowledge possessed by the reader which is thought to be so obvious or well-known as to not need 
explanation. Although Giard focuses on recipe books, these ideas also bear fruit in terms of 
physiognomy handbooks; features such as “luminous eyes” or a “transparent complexion” are not 
self-evident to modern readers, yet their lack of explanation suggests they were commonly used and 
understood terms at the time.42 Whilst the manuals are the best surviving evidence of physiognomic 
theory and practice, this critique must be kept in mind. Perhaps through the study of physiognomy 
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in art, we can actually gain a more rounded understanding of early modern physiognomy and the 
assumptions surrounding it.
Few early modern images are known to exist of a physiognomic reading taking place, perhaps 
because it is difficult to tell when a figure is just looking at another, or when they are specifically 
using physiognomy. Porter notes that illiterate gypsy physiognomic fortune tellers were common in 
Europe.43 This practice can possibly be seen in Caravaggio’s The Fortune Teller (fig. 5); although 
holding the young noble’s hand, the gypsy is intently studying his face. Commonly interpreted as 
depicting chiromancy, Caravaggio uses the connection of hands, a more obvious form of fortune 
telling, to indicate that the act of looking involves a deeper facial reading. Similarly, an 1890s 
Chinese print depicts a physiognomy practitioner using a small rod to indicate parts of his client’s 
face.44 Once again, it is only through a deliberate gesture that physiognomy is shown to be taking 
place. As well as showing the actual practice of two different traditions of physiognomy, these two 
images highlight the difficulties inherent in definitively proving a physiognomic reading. Without 
such external indications, it is not clear when such a reading is taking place; when Baba Bilas reads 
Akbar’s face (fig. 3), we only know that he is doing so physiognomically due to written records. 
Similar difficulties arise when attempting to identify the use of physiognomy in figural art.
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Part 1: Physiognomy and Representing the Self
Physiognomy could be applied many different types of artistic figure, including allegories, and 
religious and mythological figures. The physiognomic standards for such figures were not only 
theoretical; in Europe, for example, texts such as Francesco Bocchi’s 1584 treatise on Donatello’s St 
George argues that when used correctly, the “costume” of physiognomy in a sculpture could “lift up 
the soul [of the beholder] to devotion and inflame it with the love of God.”45 Bocchi’s text was the 
first to explicitly link Renaissance art with physiognomy, which had previously been thought too 
vague for useful conveyance of character, and suggests the date at which physiognomy began to be 
more widely used within art. Such representations could allow for greater artistic freedom in 
adapting and emphasising physiognomy in order to clearly convey certain well known 
characteristics attributed to an allegorical or mythical figure. Here however I shall be focusing on 
recognizable depictions of known, named, people – portraits – in order to consider the extent and 
repercussions of physiognomic art among contemporary art consumers.
Traditions of portraiture
Portraits are a form of art that appear quite straightforward to understand. In our humanistic “age of 
mechanical reproduction”, portraits are seen as transferal to paper or canvas the exact features of a 
sitter, with perhaps only an altered expression to convey the appropriate gravitas, and it is easy to 
make the assumption that portraits have always been considered in this way. However, to believe 
this is to fall prey to what Richard Brilliant terms the ‘authority of likeness’, believing that as a 
person is depicted in a certain way, they must have looked like that.46 Instead, a portrait is as full of 
indexical symbolism as other types of painting, and this symbolism is created and understood 
through the triumvirate influences of the sitter’s wishes, the artist’s mediation (for example in terms 
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of style), and the intended viewer’s understanding. These three influences will all be shaped by the 
contemporary artistic norms, such as a general style or way of portraying people, of traditions of 
looking at and reading paintings, as well as the wider cultural system in which the artwork 
functions. Physiognomy is one such tradition of viewing and understanding, one that was possibly 
not even seen as being a conscious choice on behalf of the artist, patron or viewer; if one believes 
that faces innately contain information of their owner’s character, seeing a depiction of a face as 
further conveying physiognomic information appears self-explanatory. In order to correctly “read” 
the information contained in an early modern portrait, therefore, we must try and understand how it 
was “read” by the original audience.
Even a brief reflection on the history of portraiture in China, Europe, and India shows that 
assumptions of portraits as “natural” are misguided. In China, portraiture has had a long history, 
with the earliest examples of portraits dating back to the Han.47 The most common purpose of 
portraits was to commemorate family ancestors (fig. 6). Whilst portraiture was an important part of 
Chinese tradition, it was not given the same elite status as other forms of painting, the highest of 
which was landscape painting; portraitists were thought of as craftsmen, rather than scholarly 
artists.48 However, as Craig Clunas has pointed out, those who commissioned and used portraiture 
were often of the same elite class that discounted it as an art-form.49 By the seventeenth century, 
however, portraiture was undergoing something of a repositioning, as a more self-reflexive 
practice.50 Both traditional and more innovative forms of portraiture were therefore active during 
the early modern period, and both forms shall be considered in terms of physiognomy. 
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In Europe too, portraiture had a long history, dating back to classical Greece.51 After becoming less 
common in the Middle Ages, the increasing emphasis on the individual during the Renaissance and 
proceeding centuries meant that the number of single subject portraits produced rose.52 Painting was 
the most common form of portraiture, commonly showing a naturalistic figure in a formal costume 
and setting (fig. 7). Also regaining popularity, due to growing knowledge of classical portraiture, 
were carved portrait busts, which allow the viewer a three dimensional view of the sitter (fig. 8). 
Although portraiture was not a high form of art (the rank in Europe given to religious and history 
paintings), famous artists including Raphael, Bernini and van Dyck often worked on portraits as 
well as other forms of painting.53
Given that the Mughal Empire only came into existence during the sixteenth century, its portraiture 
cannot have such a long history. However even among the Persian courts from which the Mughal 
rulers originated, portraits were not traditionally created. Instead, it was a practice initiated by 
Akbar, the third Mughal Emperor. Within the royal painting workshop (itself within a wider atelier 
that also produced calligraphy), Akbar set up a specific atelier of figural painting, the tasvir khana, 
to produce portraits.54 This took place during the 1580s, the same decade as Europeans and their art 
became known in the Mughal court, leading many scholars to see Mughal portraits as largely 
indebted to European naturalistic portraits.55 Whilst the initial influence to create portraits may have 
come from European portraits, the resulting images made by Mughal artists do not look like 
European ones; a fixed pose of head in profile developed, but with the body in three quarter profile 
or even frontally facing the viewer (fig. 9). Faces appear individualized, but are not given the depth 
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that would create realistic portraits. The assumption that portraiture is always a humanistic, 
naturalistic art is therefore not correct; instead, it largely depends on the culture in which a tradition 
of portraiture develops. This too is true in relation to if and how physiognomy may be used within 
portraiture.
Physiognomy and portraiture
In a few portraits, the use of physiognomy to emphasise certain features, and hence character traits, 
is quite obvious. This is the case with a bronze portrait bust of Paolo Giordano II Orsini, the Duke 
of Bracciano (fig. 10), a copy of a lost original by Gian Lorenzo Bernini.56 Bernini was famed for 
his intimate, vital style of sculpture, depicting figures as if in the middle of speaking or moving. 
This active, witty style is apparent in Orsini’s untidy, flamboyant hair, rotund face and 
exaggeratedly curling moustache. Why these features are emphasised becomes apparent when the 
viewer notices the head of a lion, decorating the Duke’s armour. When the two faces are seen so 
close together, the similarity is clear; Orsini’s curling hair mirrors the lion’s mane, whilst his curling 
moustache transforms his mouth into a more feline shape. This transformation of nobleman to lion 
is a witty artistic play, but by referring to Della Porta’s physiognomy handbook a deeper flattery can 
be found; he states that the lion is the most masculine of all animals, and hence men who resemble 
the lion are supremely strong and virile (fig.11).57 The bust is not particularly flattering or overtly 
idealised, but conveys a sense of leonine force and strength. Rather than having to mask features 
that could be seen as unflattering, Bernini appears to be suggesting that through physiognomy he 
can still create a flattering portrait.
Rebecca Bray 
 22
56 Wittkower, Gian Lorenzo Bernini, (Phaidon, 1981) pp.202-3
57 Schiesari (2010) p.61
The bust of Orsini is rare in being relatively straightforward to tease out the underlying 
physiognomic meaning, given the presence of the lion head, as well as having other portraits of the 
sitter to compare his features (the Duke appears to have been fond of commissioning portraits of 
himself).58 However, most early modern portraits do not have so many clues as to their correct 
physiognomic reading, and their original model is no longer available for comparison. Detecting 
physiognomy in the first place can be quite difficult, given the aforementioned emphasis on regular, 
well-formed features that is present in most traditions of physiognomy; when is a portrait merely 
idealised rather than physiognomically mediated, or are the two almost irrevocably intertwined in 
early modern portraiture? It is also difficult to know exactly what is meant by certain phrases of 
physiognomic literature. When an Islamic treatise warns of people with “red eyes” (apparently 
referring here to irises), what exactly is meant by that?59 Even in more general terms, interpreting 
what exactly counts as a “round and heavy chin”, for example, is a subjective judgment.60 As can be 
seen from comparing the engravings of Della Porta’s lion with the portrait bust of Orsini, the visual 
relationship between such diagrams and finished, formal portraits is not always clear. The diagrams 
of Chinese handbooks (fig. 1) are even less visually comparable, and Mughal treatises do not have 
explanatory images at all. Therefore deciding how exactly to detect physiognomy in portraiture can 
present a challenge.
One can look for general trends of emphasised features, such as the high cheekbones in many 
Chinese paintings of male ancestors (fig. 6). The word guan was a homonym for both “cheekbones” 
and “power”, a correspondence making it likely that they were indeed emphasised for a positive 
physiognomic reading.61 However, beyond matching features with relevant sections in handbooks, 
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such an approach has limited scope in understanding how physiognomy was applied to portraiture. 
Mette Siggstedt offers a different approach, examining how the preferences of Chinese 
physiognomy appears to have directly influenced how portraiture developed.62 By the Ming 
dynasty, Chinese portraiture had developed into a very different art form than the highly thought of 
literati landscape painting, so much so that portrait painters were considered craftsmen rather than 
true artists.63 Where literati paintings concentrated on suggesting the atmosphere of landscapes, 
Chinese portraits have a strong sense of form, and are remarkably naturalistic. Siggstedt suggests 
that this pattern of development was not incidental, but instead is directly related to the importance 
of physiognomy within portraiture. She points out that much of Chinese physiognomy is concerned 
with having rounded, full features, and as such the three dimensional shading of portraits suggests 
depth and directly enhances the sense of a rounded, full face. Furthermore, the three quarter profile 
common in Song to early Ming Chinese portraits (fig. 12) increases the emphasis of the sense of 
features’ volume. Gradually royal portraits changed to be full-frontal, emphasising the power and 
dominance of the figure portrayed over viewers (fig. 13), and over time other wealthy families 
copied the imperial full frontal portraiture. These frontal portraits still retained the sense of full 
features, simulated through depth and shadow. Physiognomy therefore appears to have directly 
influenced the unique direction of portraiture from other forms of Chinese painting.
Applying Siggstedt’s idea of physiognomy influencing the historical progression of portraiture can 
also illuminate the development of other portrait traditions. By the reign of Shah Jahan (r.
1627-1658), Mughal portraiture developed a set format of portraying figures, with frontally facing 
bodies, projected chests, and heads turned in full profile (fig. 14), as opposed to the three quarter 
profiles that were depicted when Mughal portraiture began under Akbar (fig. 15). This development 
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may have been due to indigenous Indian beliefs that to show a face frontally was darshan (literally 
“auspicious sight”), only suitable for depictions of gods or holy figures, and hence a form of 
idolatry; the shift towards profile portraits does appear to have started with Hindu artists.64 This 
idea is plausible, given the number of Hindu artists in the Mughal painting atelier, however the 
development of the strictly full profile portrait took place throughout the reigns of Jahangir and 
Shah Jahan. Both emperors were increasingly orthodox in their Islamic faith, which makes it 
unlikely that under their direction there would have been a concentrated attempt to create portraits 
avoiding Hindu idolatry, rather than isolated artists choosing to depict figures in that way. Instead, 
the full profile portraits appear to have become more common as the profile of the face was thought 
to be the most accurate way to identify someone.65 In a culture in which physiognomy was seen as 
part of the process of identification, therefore, this move towards creating portraits in full profile 
was also related to the process of physiognomy. 
That identification was the biggest influence over the development of full profile portraits seems 
especially likely given that one apparent purpose of Mughal portraiture was to record those who 
were a part of the court, as in the case of Akbar’s album of courtiers, and the many portraits of 
courtiers in later albums (fig. 9). Such an album of images would therefore reveal not only who was 
a part of the court, but it could also catalogue their specific abilities, to be interpreted through 
physiognomy. Similarly, artists were sent to neighbouring courts to record portraits, as Jahangir’s 
artist Bishan Das went to the court of Shah Abbas from 1613-1620.66 The portraits he brought back 
could be seen as containing information about the character and qualities of those portrayed, rather 
than simply depicting people who the Mughal emperor and court may never actually meet. A 
similar impulse appears to have been at work when Jahangir sent a (now unknown) portrait to 
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Ibrahim Adil Shah, a prince of the Deccan, with a poem attached stating that “[...] We have sent you 
our likeness / So that you may see our inner self through our external appearance”.67 For a portrait 
to convey inner character, it would need to be read physiognomically. For this to happen, the use of 
full profile portraiture was ideally in line with Mughal firāsa. It seems very likely therefore that 
physiognomy played a role in the development of Mughal portraiture.
Physiognomy also influenced the development of full profile portraits in Europe, at a far later date. 
At the very end of what could be considered the European early modern, the late eighteenth century, 
Johann Kasper Lavater, a Swiss theologian, developed a system of physiognomy that became 
immensely popular.68 He published several books on the topic, the most influential and far-reaching 
being the four volume Physiognomische Fragmente, zur Beförderung der Menschenkenntniß und 
Menschenliebe (1775-1778); he also consented to many official translations.69 Lavater’s form of 
physiognomy was mediated through eighteenth century Enlightenment empiricism, and he wrote 
about it as having an entirely scientific basis, but he still drew heavily on earlier traditions of 
European physiognomy, including referring to the physiognomy of famous past figures, and 
replicating some of Della Porta’s comparative human-animal images.70 The images from Lavater’s 
books that were most influential, however, were the full profile drawings that demonstrated reading 
the silhouette of figures (fig. 16), which similarly to the Mughals he saw as the truest method of 
identifying and understanding a face.71 The diagrams in Lavater’s books led to a fashion for 
silhouette portraits (fig. 17). As Ross Woodrow describes, beyond simply influencing a trend, 
Lavater’s images were studied by some artists, and led to the creation of drawing manuals that 
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directly mirrored the views of faces used by Lavater (fig. 18).72 Those who learnt from such 
drawing manuals, which continued well into the nineteenth century, were therefore being influenced 
by physiognomic practice, even if they were not aware of the physiognomic origin of the images.
Lavater’s physiognomy was not the only form to directly influence how artistic skills were taught 
and written about. In China, several texts on painting technique use physiognomic language.73 The 
oldest surviving, from the Yuan Dynasty, states that “whoever paints a portrait must be thoroughly 
familiar with the rules of physiognomy”, and discusses elements of portraiture using terms directly 
imported from physiognomic writing.74 Similarly to the repetition of physiognomic texts throughout 
medieval and early modern China, so too there appears to have been an accepted practice of 
reproducing entire previous treatises on other subjects; the famous and influential early-Qing 
Mustard Seed Garden Manual of Painting reproduces the Yuan text completely, as part of the fourth 
volume on depicting figures.75 That a text from the thirteenth century was reproduced and used in 
the eighteenth century suggests a continuity in the connection of physiognomy and the art of 
portraiture throughout the early modern period.
In Europe, the French artist Charles Le Brun, president of the recently founded Royal Painting 
Academy, also drew on physiognomy as part of his 1668 lecture series on drawing technique. The 
most influential of these lectures concerned les passions de l’ame, the effect of fleeting emotions on 
a face, and was published. Although no published text for the physiognomy lecture exists, Le 
Brun’s assistant Nivelin later compiled an account of his master’s ideas.76 In keeping with the 
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growing interest in empirical evidence, Le Brun developed his own scientific theory of 
physiognomy, dissecting animal heads in order to find physical reasons for their set physiognomic 
traits.77 He then used mathematical grids and angles to set a scientific standard for the 
physiognomic understanding of all features, examples of which can be seen in his drawings (fig. 
19).78 Although Le Brun was working more than one hundred years after Della Porta, his practice of 
comparing human and animal heads is strikingly similar, and given the many translations and 
editions of Della Porta’s work it is likely that Le Brun knew the text. However, Le Brun’s work was 
specifically aimed at artists, rather than teaching the public how to read faces. Both this and the 
Chinese painting texts show that physiognomy interacted closely with artistic practice and teaching, 
and hence could have been indirectly influencing portraiture, as well as being deliberately used.
Recognition of the physiognomy involved in many portrait paintings also makes it more possible to 
realise when physiognomic reading is being refused. Richard Vinograd has studied how a different 
form of portrait arose in China during the Ming-Qing transition, expressed through a growing 
number of self-reflexive self-portraits that placed the artist in a variety of situations and settings.79 
Whilst this self-reflection takes a number of different forms, there is a notable denial of 
physiognomy in some of the paintings of Chen Hongshou, a highly complex artist whose art 
contains elaborate layers of self-fashioning.80 As paintings such as Lady Xuanwen Jun Giving 
Instructions on the Classics (fig. 20) suggest, Chen did paint more formally traditional portraits. 
Some of his self-portraits however appear to refuse to reveal his physiognomy, and hence his 
character. For example, The Artist Inebriated (fig. 21), his first self-portrait, presents a face that is 
pointedly unphysiognomic: it is totally flat, without any sense of three dimensionality, the features 
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are manipulated and exaggerated, and his expression tells of deep distress. In Chinese 
physiognomy, facial expressions are treated as contributing to a person’s overall physiognomic 
reading, but here Chen’s grimace is so exaggerated that his physiognomy is obscured.81 This self-
portrait was painted before the Qing conquest, but at this time the weakening of the Ming 
government was already a concern, as Chen reveals in the letter that accompanied the painting.82 
Perhaps through hiding his physiognomy Chen is suggesting his disenchantment with contemporary 
events, or perhaps, given the Chinese linking of facial emotion with physiognomy, the grief and 
anguish he feels is literally altering and marking itself upon his physiognomy. Vinograd argues that 
the painting illustrates Chen’s desire to escape from the ‘bounds of the self’; one way that he is 
trying to do this, therefore, is by denying his physiognomy, one of the key aspects of personal 
identity in early modern China.83
The linking of physiognomy with reading expression (pathognomy) appears to be unique to Chinese 
physiognomy. In Islamic and Hindu physiognomy there is little mention of interpreting emotions, 
and perhaps for this reason Mughal portraits do not tend to indicate the subject’s emotions, allowing 
for a clear and unobscured physiognomic reading. As suggested by Le Brun’s separate texts and 
lectures on the emotions and physiognomy, in Europe the two were seen as separate concerns. This 
separation of pathognomy and physiognomy is also apparent in European art, where the emotions, 
or affetti, were seen as one of the key methods of making narrative clear to the viewers of historical 
or religious paintings.84 Physiognomy was used in both portraiture and narrative painting. However, 
portraits are not intended convey a narrative, so showing clear emotions was seen as unnecessary, 
perhaps even detrimentally masking the physiognomy of the sitter.
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When affetti and portraiture were united, however, the effect can be startling. The German artist 
Franz Xaver Messerschmidt was certainly capable of creating a “standard” portrait, for example a 
bronze bust of Empress Maria Theresa (c.1760, fig. 8). As in the case of Chen Hongshou, however, 
he appears to have experimented with creating portraits that explicitly deny being read 
physiognomically. During the last ten years of his life, he created a series of 69 “character 
heads” (figs. 22-24), which display intense grimaces and scowls, exaggerating the furthest 
expressions of emotion possible. Antonia Boström notes that many scholars have mentioned 
Messerschmidt’s interest in physiognomy, especially Lavater’s texts, however she does not explain 
how exactly physiognomy works within them.85 The names traditionally associated with the busts 
such as “A Strong Man” and “A Hypocrite and a Slanderer” (fig. 22) certainly suggest a 
physiognomic meaning associated with each sculpture, but they were a later addition by a 1793 
exhibition catalogue.86 Similar grimaces and expressions of strain appear to be repeated several 
times, making it unlikely that they were a survey or study of different emotions or physiognomies. 
Furthermore many of the Character Heads appear to be self-portraits (“The Vexed Man”, fig. 23), 
and visitors to the artist’s studio recorded that he spent hours studying his face in mirrors.87 If 
physiognomy is meant to represent the character innate to the set features of a face, surely 
Messerschmidt would have been simply representing his own physiognomy multiple times. 
The commonly accepted reading of the Character Heads as somehow physiognomic therefore 
appears unlikely. Instead, as in Chen’s self-portrait, Messerschmidt appears to be depicting extreme 
emotions in order to hide (often his own) physiognomy. Taking “The Vexed Man” as an example, 
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the face is completely altered by the expression. There is no way of deciphering any of the 
physiognomically key features such as eyes, eyebrows, nose or mouth. Even in profile (fig. 24), the 
view most favoured by Lavater for reading physiognomy, the bust is not clear to read, the tense 
expression masking the line of his face. Such an extreme altering of appearance cannot be 
accidental or unintentional, especially given the number of heads created. His biography can 
perhaps help to suggest why Messerschmidt may have wished to create such sculptures: by the end 
of his life, he suffered from ‘documented psychosis’.88 The account of Friedrich Nicolai, a visitor to 
the artist during the period when the Character Heads were created, certainly suggests that he was 
suffering from delusions and visions.89 He was paranoid that pains he felt were attacks, directly 
related to his body being proportionally perfect.90 One explanation for such extreme portrait busts 
could be that he was depicting these pain and fits. However, if he did believe that his body was an 
example of proportional perfection, so much so that he was being supernaturally targeted for it, the 
Character Heads could have also been an attempt to hide his perfection, depicting himself as 
grotesque rather than perfect. Although given Messerschmidt’s mental state it is impossible to 
conjecture exactly what he was aiming to achieve with the Character Heads, they appear to be an 
attempt to disguise his physiognomy. Like Chen Hongshou’s self-portraits, Messerschmidt’s 
sculptures thus show the importance of physiognomy through a direct denial of depicting it.
Anxieties about physiognomic portraiture
If physiognomic thought was as epistemic as it appears to be, its presence in portraits, when 
functioning correctly, was hardly remarked upon. As shown by portraits that refuse to be read 
physiognomically, it is when the unspoken connection between physiognomy and portraiture breaks 
down that the connection itself is more apparent. Therefore one way of knowing how physiognomy 
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functioned in portraiture is to consider what happens when its usage is wrong, and the anxieties it 
sometimes prompted. Such anxieties are evident in several aspects of early modern portraiture: was 
the physiognomy correct and suitable, and if so, who then would be able to see such an informative 
image?
If a portrait told of a person’s inner nature, how could one ensure that a subject’s physiognomy, and 
hence character, was correctly recorded? This was especially important in relation to Chinese 
traditional portraiture, the most common purpose of which was to serve as funerary images and 
ancestor paintings.91 As with other forms of Chinese painting, these portraits were not on permanent 
display, but were brought out at various times of the year, particularly during New Year.92 In these 
rituals, the ancestors and paintings of them would be worshipped and have offerings of incense and 
food made to them, a context that would have deepened the impact of the already richly coloured 
formal paintings.93 However in order for portraits to function correctly as ancestor images, they 
needed to exactly resemble the sitter; in the case of these being even “one whisker too much, [...] it 
is not that person” and hence an offering would be directed to another person completely.94 Given 
the Confucian emphasis on respecting and worshipping the ancestors, this was a very important 
issue. Anxiety over such a mistaken representation grew to such heights that during the mid-Ming 
some advocated for an avoidance of using images in ancestor rites completely.95
There were a number of ancestor portrait conventions that therefore needed to be followed in order 
to ensure the correct person was depicted and worshipped, including the set formal posture that Jan 
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Stuart terms the “iconic pose” of ancestor portraiture.96 The face, however, is the only completely 
identifiable, unique aspect of the paintings; all other details such as clothing and setting suggest the 
wealth and high social status of figures, but could refer to many people. Personally identifiable 
items, such as the Buddhist rosary held by Lady Guan (fig. 25), are only rarely included.97 
Otherwise, how does one recognise, and thereby ensure, the correct representation of a long dead 
ancestor?  This need to capture a recognizable likeness contributed to the intense realism of many 
ancestor portraits, but even a realistic face, whilst giving the sense of being an identifiable person, 
could still be of a generic person. Only through physiognomy can a person’s identity be certain, and 
hence ensuring that it was correctly recorded seems to have been an issue of great concern. This is 
shown by accounts such as the Song Dynasty author Zhu Xi’s concern over how to ensure correct 
representation of female ancestors, having been sequestered in the women’s quarters and thus not 
seen by anyone other than family, including artists.98 Even in popular literature such as the Ming 
novel Jin Ping Mei, the pressing need to ensure that a funerary portrait captured facial features 
correctly is evident in discussions over whether the artist has correctly depicted the deceased 
woman’s full lips and curved eyebrows.99 
Indeed, the entire concept of having an ancestor portrait that totally resembled the sitter is 
predicated on physiognomy. A person’s exact appearance changes from day to day, and year to year; 
it is only through capturing the physiognomic likeness of a person that their true, inner character, 
their qi, can be recorded. Cyclically, later descendants then learn of their ancestors through their 
portraits, as Wen Zhengming suggests when he stated that he “first grasped the details [about him]” 
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upon being shown an ancestor portrait.100 This cyclical depicting and knowing the ancestors is what 
appears to have led to the common depiction of certain features with positive connotations, such as 
the aforementioned high cheekbones that were related to nobility and power. In this way, that 
ancestor portraits grew successively more idealised, the more distant in time the ancestors were 
from the production of the painting.101 Despite such issues within the practice, however, the close 
aligning of physiognomy with portraiture subdued fears of dedicating offerings to a wrongly 
portrayed ancestor; by the Qing such portraits were again being enthusiastically produced and 
worshipped.
Correctly recording physiognomy in European portraiture presented a different set of problems. 
Although the physiognomy used around Europe came from a broadly similar background, within 
different regions other aspects of the cultural system differed, affecting how physiognomy should 
correctly be applied. When artists travelled, these regional differences could lead to 
misunderstandings. This was the case in the 1660s, when Bernini’s services were requested in 
France by Louis XIV.102 Projects undertaken for the French king enjoyed a mixed success; a bust of 
Louis was praised, whilst an equestrian statue of the king (fig. 26) was heavily criticised. The King 
disliked the sculpture so much that it was only erected in a distant part of the Versailles gardens, and 
three years later reworked by a French artist (fig. 27).103 Contemporary reports of the King’s 
displeasure do not mention the exact reason for his reaction, instead only saying that the sculpture 
was “badly done”.104 This negative reception could in some part be due to artistic taste changing 
between the sculpture’s conception in 1665 and its delivery in the 1680s, from the Baroque style 
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typified by Bernini towards a more classical austerity.105 Furthermore, Bernini’s arrogance and 
disdain for French art had not endeared him to the King and court, and so the criticisms of his work 
could have been partly personally motivated.106 However reasons for such vehement criticism can 
also be found in the sculpture itself.
Louis’ aquiline nose and long, tapering face clearly suggests that of his horse, a comparison helped 
by the similar angle of both heads. Despite rearing, the horse’s mane remains relatively close to its 
body, curling down to its neck as the king’s long hair curls close to his face and neck. When 
compared to Della Porta’s drawing of a horse and horse-like man (fig. 28) the physiognomic 
similarity between all four faces becomes even more pronounced. Once again, the angles of the 
heads invite this comparison; the long, straight noses of both men unmistakably similar to those of 
the horses. Even the stern set of Louis’ eyebrows can be detected in the eyes of Della Porta’s horse. 
As with Bernini’s other physiognomic comparisons to animals, the link between Louis and his horse 
was intended to be flattering; Della Porta describes the attributes of equine men as severe, fierce 
and energetic, all positive attributes for a divinely appointed king.107 In another handbook 
commonly referred to by artists, Cesare Ripa’s 1593 Iconologia, the ruling attributes of the horse 
are taken even further, as one of the symbols associated with the personification of Europe.108 Thus 
when the two allusions are combined, the rider of the horse shows his fierce control over Europe, a 
very suitable message given France’s aggressive foreign policy at the time.109 Considering his 
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earlier successes incorporating physiognomy into his portraiture in Rome, Bernini could have 
assumed that the King would enjoy this flattering, witty comparison. 
However this overt use of physiognomy is perhaps one of the key reasons for the sculpture’s failure 
to impress; indeed, the phrase “si mal faits” (“so badly done”) refers simultaneously to both horse 
and rider, suggesting a shared defect between the two.110 Why this use of physiognomy was not 
suitable is not immediately apparent, however, as there is evidence of physiognomy being known 
and used in seventeenth century France. Della Porta’s treatise, from which Bernini appears to have 
drawn much of physiognomic knowledge, was translated into French in 1655 and 1665. So too, 
Charles Le Brun’s lecture on physiognomy (including a horse-man diagram, fig. 19) shows that 
physiognomy could be applied to art in France, and again, these lectures were given in the same 
decade as Bernini’s work in France. It could be expected, therefore, that Bernini’s use of flattering 
physiognomy in portraiture would have been understood. However at the time, an important shift in 
how kingship was perceived was taking place; Louis was emphasising his divine right to absolute 
rule. René Démoris examines the difficulty that existed within the French court when it came to 
representing an absolute king.111 As an absolute king appointed by God, Louis XIV should have 
been the perfect model, who wholly embodied the mental and physical qualities that any ruler could 
need. He could not be improved upon, and therefore the king’s physiognomy must be perfect as it 
is. There are suggestions of this in French literature on physiognomy. For example, large noses were 
generally not interpreted positively, however Nivelin notes that a moderately ridged nose, as the 
King had, happens to be the sign of a great leader.112 Therefore by subtly changing Louis’ features 
to heighten their allusion to the physiognomic features for a strong leader, Bernini was accidentally 
suggesting that he was not the perfect embodiment of kingship.
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Another anxiety surrounding physiognomy concerned whether faces, and hence representations of 
them, could be deceptive. It was common for European treatises to refer to the appearance of 
famous past figures as a way to reinforce physiognomic readings (fig. 2).113 The appearance of 
Socrates presented a problem in standard physiognomic interpretations, however. Despite being a 
revered classical philosopher, by the early modern period he was known by an established “low” 
appearance of a balding, round head and snub nose, which was reproduced in many early modern 
sculpture busts, paintings (fig. 29), and prints. Anecdotes also existed of the physiognomist Zopyrus 
revealing how vulgar his physiognomy was.114 However, such anecdotes also conveniently reveal 
how Socrates himself excused his “low” physiognomy; given his free will, he was able to educate 
and improve his mind beyond that suggested by his physiognomy.115 The conclusion of this often 
repeated story is that it was possible for the physiognomically low to overcome their faults and 
better themselves, but “high” physiognomy inevitably meant a “high” mind and character. 
This was not so in Mughal India: such concerns surround one of the very earliest Mughal portraits. 
Dust Muhammad’s portrait of Abu’l Ma’ali (1555-56, fig. 30) is far more Persian in appearance 
than the mode of Mughal portraiture that later developed. The face is an undifferentiated depiction 
of a young man, but the curving posture of his body and the delicate flower tucked into a turban of 
similar hue suggest a languid beauty. From contemporary accounts, this suggestion of beauty did 
indeed mirror Ma’ali’s appearance, but not positively: “his personal beauty made the good and 
right-thinking look for goodness of nature” but “[h]is brain had been ruined by the worship of his 
own beauty,” turning him into a “drunken madman”.116 Although this account by Abu’l Fazl was 
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certainly influenced by the fact that Ma’ali had been favoured by Humayun but fell from Akbar’s 
favour, it shows a worrying disjunction between a good physiognomy and a bad character.
This tension between outer appearance (“zahir”) and inner meaning or character (“batin”) extended 
across all Mughal paining.117 A distrust of naturalism as lacking inner meaning can be found in the 
preface to a Persian album. It vehemently criticizes the artist Mani, because his paintings were such 
realistic reflections of the outer appearance of things: “he had painted and portrayed the likenesses 
of humans, animals, trees, birds and various shapes that occur only in the mirror of the mind 
through the eye of imagination and that sit on the page of possibility in the visible world only with 
fantastic shapes. The short-sighted ones whose turbid hearts could not reflect the light of Islam, 
duped by his game, took his painted silk [...] as their copybook for disbelief.”118 This sounds an 
incredibly strong argument against the creation of any art, but in its context as the preface to an 
album of paintings and calligraphy, the emphasis is instead on the danger of overly realistic 
painting. The spiritual danger of relying too much on the surface appearance of things, especially 
figurative and thus deceptive artwork, is very apparent; the artist who can convince unenlightened 
people of the outer truth of his work is able to manipulate and mislead them. Although this album is 
Safavid rather than Mughal, similar concerns were apparent within the Mughal court, given the 
same predominant Sufi faith of the two dynasties. Gregory Minissale explains how such ideas 
impacted on Mughal artistic development: ‘from a theological perspective, illusionism is defined as 
inadequacy, irrational and untrue.’119 
Illusionistic portraits were a worrying spiritual danger, therefore, flattering the subject and seducing 
the viewer without showing inner character. However, using physiognomy to portray a sitter’s 
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character could actually have been a defense against too great an illusionism. By using 
physiognomy to mediate and indicate true character, an artist could both avoid being too 
naturalistic, and instead indicate “inner nature” through their art. This is further supported by the 
portraits and portrait albums commissioned by Akbar and his successors, apparently created in 
order to catalogue and know the members of their courts. Such images go beyond being 
dangerously “frivolous” artworks, largely through the physiognomy they contain.
If an artist did manage to capture a physiognomic likeness correctly, there was however a further 
area for concern; who would now be able to see and therefore “know” the person depicted? In both 
China and India, the audience for portraits was strictly curtailed. In China, ancestor portraits were 
displayed for family and select visitors, on certain occasions.120 Most Mughal paintings were 
created for the emperors, and therefore the albums and the portraits they contained were only shown 
to those selected by the emperor.121 It is never directly stated that such controlled, limited viewing is 
related to physiognomy. However, the importance placed upon recognising and knowing figures 
through their physiognomy does suggest that it could have been seen as almost dangerous to let 
many people see a portrait, through which they could read the sitter’s strengths and weaknesses. 
Even among those who could see a painting, there are suggestions of sitters being anxious as to how 
their physiognomy will be perceived. The poet Shen Zhou, for example, inscribed on his portrait 
(fig. 31) that “[t]here are those who think my eyes are rather too small or my jaw too narrow [...] Of 
what use is my face and eye? My only fear, loss of character”.122 By defending his negative features 
as unimportant, Shen is actually showing that to some such features were seen as very important, 
otherwise he need not defend them. The fact that such “negative” features were depicted also 
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illuminates the thin line between physiognomically flattering a sitter, and still creating a 
recognisable likeness; too great an idealisation, and the portrait would not be recognisable.
Although there is less evidence of such concerns within Europe, where portraits (especially portrait 
busts) were generally more widely visible, the fate of Bernini’s failed sculpture of Louis XIV also 
suggests an uneasiness over who might see such an incorrect depiction of royal physiognomy. Even 
when “corrected” by a French court artist, the final sculpture was banished to a remote corner of the 
Versailles gardens, where there was little risk of anyone seeing and wrongly “knowing” the king 
through the incorrect physiognomy.123 Physiognomy was therefore central to the purpose of early 
modern portraiture in China, Europe and Mughal India, but this very importance also caused 
worries. Indeed, this importance is proved precisely because patrons became so concerned about it 
being used correctly; were physiognomy not a significant issue, it would not have needed such 
careful negotiating.
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Part 2: Physiognomy and Representing the Other
Thus far the depiction of positive physiognomic traits has been explored; this stands to reason, 
given that portraits are representations of a specific patron, and likely to be flattering (or in the case 
of Bernini and Louis XIV, attempting to be so). However, if there is “good” physiognomy, there 
must also be “bad” physiognomic features. Indeed the main concern of many physiognomy 
handbooks is warning against such unfortunate features.124 Such faces were highly unlikely to 
appear in portraits. In depicting those who have no say in their image, and would never see how 
they had been represented, artists could freely show “bad” faces, depicting people as types of 
figures rather than individuals. Such uses of negative physiognomy are not incidental, but part of an 
effort to distance those with power from all others. Rather than simply a tool through which artists 
and patrons could express character, Juliana Schiesari describes early modern physiognomy as ‘an 
ideological apparatus to preserve class hierarchy’.125 Those who were designated as lesser were 
visibly marked and recognised as such through their bodies, and especially their physiognomy. I 
shall now concentrate on the physiognomic representation of three main groups of Others: women, 
the poor, and the foreign.
Physiognomy and gender
The status of women in early modern China, India and Europe was complex. Women were a part of 
wealthy, elite society, but they were also seen as socially inferior to men, with the imperial women 
of China and India expected to remain hidden in harems, and lower status women kept in women’s 
quarters.126 In Europe there was less strict segregation, but women were still dependent on and seen 
as inferior to men. This blurred social standing is reflected in their depiction in art; sometimes 
portrayed as individuals, although almost always by male artists, women were also sometimes 
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depicted as anonymous “beauties”, defined solely by their gender. Chinese and European 
physiognomy manuals show how this gendered separation was active in academic thought. In De 
humana physiognomonia, female physiognomy is largely ignored; all of the animal-human head 
comparisons are depicted with variations of male heads. He does not avoid all mention of women 
completely, as near the beginning of the treatise, he explains the main differences between men (fig. 
32) and women (fig. 33) through more general animal comparisons. He begins by comparing 
masculine lions (fig. 11) with feminine leopards (fig. 34), then eagles with partridges, and 
(unillustrated) serpents with vipers.127 Through using different species rather than different sexes of 
animal to illustrate the gendered differences, Della Porta is making it clear that he considers women 
almost a different species to men, and a “more stupid and imperfect” version at that.128 This 
humanist denigration of women, on an apparently scientific basis, dominates many subsequent 
physiognomic texts produced around Europe, which assumed a male reader studying male 
physiognomy; any female physiognomy was generally presumed to be a more imperfect version of 
male physiognomy.129
In Chinese manuals, female physiognomy is similarly marginalized. The handbooks again assume a 
male reader, and use the word ren, “man”, when discussing those to whom physiognomy is 
applied.130 Even if this usage were taken as a generalization intended to refer to both men and 
women, the meanings and significances given for various traits often relate mainly to male pursuits 
and lives. The Song Dynasty Mirror of Auras, for example, lists “fire features” as a sign of a good 
warrior.131 Even without clearly stating that this is meant for male physiognomy, women would not 
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have been able to fulfil such physiognomic destinies. As in Della Porta’s treatise, the only clear 
discussions of women are in opposition to men. Male yin and female yang are presented as so 
opposing each other that “if a man has a female physique, he is weak and cannot maintain his 
position. If a woman shows male features, she is dominant and will not find a husband.”132 What is 
not explained, however, is what exactly comprises a “female physique”, the implication being that it  
is anything unmanly and negative. Similarly, in some European physiognomic texts there are 
indications of anxiety over men with feminine features, such as a round chin, and women with 
masculine features.133
The images in the Shenxiang quanbian and other handbooks also only depict male heads (fig. 1).134 
Although these diagrams do not bear much similarity to finished formal portraits, and therefore it 
could be argued that they do not impact greatly on portraiture, the lack of female representation 
emphasises the fact that physiognomy was a tradition focused on men. Indeed, so complete is the 
focus of handbooks on male physiognomy that Mette Siggstedt sidesteps the issue of gender 
completely by only studying male portraiture.135 However, women were depicted in ancestor 
portraits, and the desire to ensure a physiognomically correct portrait is shown by texts such as the 
Jin Ping Mei.136 Physiognomy was seen as important in Chinese and European (male) portraiture, 
so it seems unlikely that physiognomy would have been ignored when depicting women. 
Perhaps through studying portraits of women, a range of “feminine” traits can be found. Mary 
Rogers has traced the development of depictions of a type of beautiful woman, which circulated in 
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Italy from the early sixteenth century.137 Although beginning in depictions of religious and 
allegorical women, the of ideal of depicting blonde women with soft features and rounded faces 
spread into portraiture, such as Titian’s portrait of Isabella d’Este (fig. 35). This model of portraying 
women spread as far as England and the genre paintings of the Netherlands (fig. 36) in the 
seventeenth century. Most of the features emphasised are not specifically linked to physiognomic 
treatises. Nonetheless, their basis is a moralizing of beauty, based on Petrarch’s Laura, a woman 
who the poet turned into the famous allegorical figure of perfect beauty and morality.138 Perhaps 
due to the lack of information given in handbooks as to good female physiognomy, portrait artists 
and their audience appear to have turned to a more contemporary source for their model of 
positively portraying women. 
Comparing portraits can also help to define desired female physiognomy in China. Taking the set of 
four portraits of the Yao family as an example (fig. 37), definite differences can be found in the 
physiognomies of the interrelated men and women. In line with the aforementioned distrust of 
masculine-looking women, the portraits of women seem to avoid very masculine traits, such as the 
high cheekbones associated with power.139 Similarly, men are often depicted as very wrinkled and 
aged, but such clear signs of old age are avoided in portraits of elderly women such as Madame 
Shen (fig. 37), or compare the later portrait of wrinkled Prince Xun with that of his unnamed wife 
(fig. 6). A ‘deeply furrowed brow’ was a sign of honesty and suggested sage-like wisdom, but such 
traits do not seem to have been thought applicable to women.140 Whilst Prince Xun’s features 
appear relatively individualised, his wife seems far more idealised and impersonal, suggesting 
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perhaps the reserve towards outside people that a respectable woman was meant to display.141 
Although these portraits are of individual, mostly identifiable women, the question of whether such 
images are representations of the self remains. Almost certainly painted by male artists, the portraits 
of both Chinese and European women show a patriarchal ideal of virtuous feminine physiognomy. 
The women are shown as part of the elite, but without the power of men.
Sanskrit physiognomy is very different from European and Chinese physiognomy, in that it offers 
clearly gender-divided descriptions of positive physiognomy for both men and women.142 Similarly, 
Islamic physiognomic texts often make clear that there is a strict division between proper male and 
female physiognomy, although the actual prescriptions tend to focus on how a good Muslim woman 
should dress, and thus cover her physiognomy, than on explaining what a woman’s facial features 
mean.143 However, portraits of individual women from early Mughal India are very rare. In relation 
to the tight control of women within the imperial harem, women are often described in court 
chronicles as a homogenous group, rather than as women with individual identities.144 This lack of 
individuality goes so far that even some dynastically important women are not named in any diaries 
or histories, including Jahangir’s mother who is instead known by titles such as “shell of her 
womb”.145 
Especially favoured women could gain more power, however, and this was the case with Jahangir’s 
twentieth and favourite wife Nur Jahan. She took an active role in court life, and contributed to 
Mughal arts, religion and even interactions with Europe.146 It is her influence that appears to have 
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led to women being depicted slightly more often from the 1610s onwards. A contemporary 
inscribed portrait of Nur Jahan herself does not exist, although there are several paintings of a 
woman with very distinctive features, which Annemarie Schimmel has suggested may be of 
Jahangir’s favoured wife.147 Similar features are found in an image of Nur Jahan sitting with 
Jahangir and the crown prince.148 She is depicted as remarkably masculine, her face shown in full 
profile, with strong eyebrows and a large nose. In one ascribed individual portrait (fig. 38), Nur 
Jahan is actually holding a gun and is dressed in masculine clothes; it is known that she could shoot, 
and would actually hunt in place of Jahangir on days when he could not hunt for religious 
reasons.149 The masculine features that she is depicted with therefore appear to be part of her active, 
royal persona, and by exaggerating them the artist was making her physiognomy align with her 
character. In Sanskrit texts masculine physiognomy was very much associated with good rule.150 
Showing Nur Jahan with such physiognomy therefore also could have been justifying the unusually 
active role she played in ruling the empire.
Such individualised, distinctive portraits are not common, however. Far more often, Mughal women 
are depicted as generic “beauties”, for example in Hashim’s scene of harem women bathing at night 
(fig. 39). The eroticism of the women’s half-revealed bodies is increased by their sideways glances, 
from faces that are very much idealised.  Their coy gazes at each other, and in one case out at the 
(probably male) viewer, also correlate with the emphasis placed in some firāsa manuals on the 
power of women’s eyes to attract men.151 The bathing women of the central scene are then 
surrounded in the margin by other idealised court women, almost as if they were attendants. The 
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difference between depictions of men and women is emphasised in an uncommon image of a man 
within the harem. Jahangir Playing Holi (fig. 40) shows the emperor at an informal, playful 
moment, being led along by harem women. However, the difference between how he and they are 
depicted is striking; even in an informal scene, the emperor’s portrait is a formal full profile, haloed 
depiction, whilst once again, the women are presented as undifferentiated idealised beauties, 
twisting together with a playful eroticism.152 Jahangir may have been “playing” at giving up his 
power to the women, but their respective depictions indicate otherwise.
Images of generic “beauties” also became popular in Qing China, not of royal women but images of 
the ‘courtesan culture’ that arose in urban centres during the Qing.153 Scenes such as Eight Beauties 
on the Balcony (fig. 41) display very similar looking, beautiful women; the almost doll-like 
perfection of female ancestor portraits is here taken even further, with small, regular features in 
mask-like faces. The women are fully dressed and appear quite sedate, but to contemporary viewers 
the balcony setting carried with it erotic connotations of a pleasure house, enclosing the desirable 
women.154 Other paintings show a lone beautiful women, surrounded by other beautiful, expensive 
items (fig. 42). The boundary between ideal, anonymous beauty, and the sometimes quite idealised 
portraits of actual women is quite fine, however, leading to some mistaken attempts to identify 
these single women in paintings.155 Although these images of beauties usually only depict women, 
men are sometimes included (fig. 43). Unlike the Mughal scene of Jahangir in his harem, the 
depictions of men are remarkably similar to women, with pale, smooth, rounded faces. Keith 
McMahon has discussed this “cross-gendered symmetry” as being a visualization of the merging 
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characters of lovers.156 However, given the anxiety displayed in physiognomy textbooks over 
feminine-looking men, their appearance in these paintings emphasises the fact that all these figures 
are idealised and unidentifiable, as few men commissioning a painting would wish to be depicted in 
such a physiognomically unflattering manner.157
Physiognomy of the poor
Women could therefore be individually portrayed, or made into a “type” solely based on their 
gender. These depictions however are generally of elite women; poor women were also 
economically disadvantaged, further distancing them from any control over their depiction. Perhaps 
one reason that images of anonymous, beautiful, erotic women are less common in early modern 
Europe, as opposed to China and India, is that the concept of harems and high ranking ‘courtesan 
culture’ was not part of Christian culture. Physiognomically, women of low virtue were described in 
such a way that their outer appearance reflects their low, immoral status, through ugly bodies and 
faces, and this can be found in images.158 Even in cases when the prostitute is beautiful, they are 
often accompanied by an aged, ugly mentor or procuress, foreshadowing the grim fate into which 
the younger woman’s lack of morals would lead. Caravaggio’s Salome receives the Head of John 
the Baptist (fig. 44) is a biblical scene, but his manner of painting does not elevate the figures, 
instead presenting them as the street people, as if a genre scene.159 The old woman’s body is hidden 
behind that of the dancing girl Salome, so that the two heads almost appear to be sprouting from the 
same body. As well as suggesting the ugly fate that Salome’s treachery will earn her, the double 
headed body could also suggest that Salome’s true nature, hidden in her youthful beauty, is revealed 
in the second face that stares piercingly down at the saint’s severed head.
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Prostitutes are but one subsection of early modern socially disadvantaged people who could not 
control the way they were depicted in “genre art”. These scenes that purport to depict “daily life” 
rather than religious or historical scenes were a new form of painting that seemingly appeared quite 
suddenly in the 1580s in northern Italy, these scene of (apparently) the “daily life” of common 
people became very popular over the following century.160 Whilst often showing common people, 
the paintings were created for the wealthy, and it is their view of their social inferiors that is 
depicted. Vincenzo Campi’s Fish Vendors (fig. 45) is an example of this new type of painting. The 
drunken man’s face is thrown back, distorted by a position that emphasises his indignity. The 
woman appears to be the vendor’s wife, although the erotic allusions around her (such as oysters 
and a ladle sticking out of a covered pot by her feet) and her inviting leer, whilst gesturing to her 
inebriated husband, suggest that she may be offering the viewer something more. The figures 
openly display their lack of refinement, with coarse appearances that verge on the grotesque. The 
features are not intended for individual interpretation, so much as the general ugliness and even 
deformity is meant to convey a negative physiognomy. 
Sheila McTighe has noticed the importance of food in many of these early scenes, which often 
depict market stalls or taverns.161 There are numerous associations that could be implied in 
depictions of food, including indulgence of a base sense, or as a sign of eroticism (both associations 
which can also be found in the paintings).162 However McTighe reveals a connection between the 
foodstuffs shown and contemporary theories of the body and social class. Whilst the Fish Vendors 
are selling a high value food, the man is actually eating a bowl of beans. At the same time as genre 
paintings began to be produced in northern Italy, a dietary theory became popular that maintained 
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that, much like women being lesser versions of men, the poor were physically lesser versions of the 
rich, and this related to what they ate. The poor were thought to need to eat low foods such as dark 
bread, beans, and scallions in order to survive; given high foods such as rich meat, they would 
become ill.163 Likewise, the rich would never be able to survive on a “low” diet. Given that ugliness 
and deformity were a physiognomic sign of a base, low, perhaps even evil character, if peasants’ 
physiognomies were directly linked to their inborn nature and diet, then the implication is that they 
are unchangeably low. Their depicted physiognomies show their external baseness, whilst the foods 
they are shown to eat confirm it internally. The peasant-and-food scenes of Campi and his 
contemporaries were therefore merely confirming the views of the wealthy owners: the elite were, 
by their very nature, morally superior and born to rule over the unsightly lower classes.
The genre paintings of Bartolomeo Passarotti also often combine common people and food.164 
Rather than contrasting low people with high food, Passarotti creates scenes which invite direct 
comparison between people and the foodstuff accompanying them. In his version of Fish Vendors 
(fig. 46), for example, a puffer-fish is held directly next to the old man’s head, inviting an 
unflattering yet humorous comparison. Both fish and head are extremely rounded, with similar 
glazed expressions. Whilst this is not a human-animal comparison found in physiognomy 
handbooks of the time, it shows how accepted physiognomy was, as setting up a similar human-
animal comparison would have been recognized and read as such. Also significant is that such 
comparisons are made with “low” animals, rather than “high” ones such as lions. Rather than 
emphasising the positive qualities of an animal-association, the general impact of these comparisons 
is to reinforce the animalistic nature of common people, as opposed to the humanistic high 
education and refinement of the elite.165
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Genre scenes were a form of painting that developed in Europe, and the term is very much related 
to European art history. Mughal India and China, on the other hand, did not really have a term to 
group such kinds of painting. However, paintings of common people and their daily activities did 
exist, and were produced in increasing numbers (or have increasingly survived) during the early 
modern period.166 Whether one calls these paintings “genre art”, “vernacular paintings” (a name 
suggested by James Cahill to describe Chinese paintings of this kind), or does not name them at all, 
these paintings may also be useful in examining how elite consumers of art saw those below them, 
including in terms of physiognomy.167 
Images of streets and street people did exist in China before the early modern period, such as Li 
Song’s painted fan of a heavily loaded Knickknack Peddler (1201, fig. 47), however they were 
generally highly idealised. Later artworks that could be described as genre paintings are often street 
scenes, in which the figures and faces are too small to be individualised or physiognomically 
modelled. However there are some paintings that focus on depicting “low” people. Zhou Chen’s 
paintings of Beggars and Street Characters (fig. 48) breaks away from earlier idealisation of the 
poor, instead showing low figures as destitute, troubled and twisted. These figures are the sole focus 
of the sheets, and large enough to be closely inspected as individual characters rather than simply 
filling a street scene. Rather than Li’s fine lines and almost undistinguishable monochrome 
brushstrokes, Zhou’s brushwork is clearly visible and choppy, his use of colour washes simple. The 
overwhelming effect is one of painting on the spot, as if quickly recording what he witnesses on the 
street. But is it actually accurate to think of these paintings as done “from life”?
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Despite the initial impression of figures being painted directly from street people as Zhou saw them, 
there are several reasons to think otherwise. The paintings are accompanied by the artist’s 
inscription, which indicates that he was inspired by figures he saw outside, but that he was not 
working from life.168 The figures have been completely removed from any setting, and thus the 
context of the street is taken away from them. Each figure is accompanied only by the minimum of 
objects necessary to identify them. Thus, it is easy to distinguish a street sweeper with broom, an 
entertainer, or a peasant leading their livestock, creating almost a catalogue of different “types” of 
people that occur on the street. This sense of the figures performing as “types” would have been 
strengthened for contemporary viewers in the context of traditional Chinese theatre, in which 
characters are accompanied by the minimum of key props to show their role.169 Viewers would then 
mentally contextualize the actors; similarly the Street Characters can be contextualized by their 
prop. The faces are the one factor that differentiates these very low figures from being actors, or 
even from being the wealthy or their servants dressing up as low people as sometimes depicted; 
they are grotesque, scowling and sometimes deformed.170 These are not costumes or masks that can 
be put on or off, but an integral part of the figures, a sign of their lowliness that cannot be removed. 
Especially emphasised is the boniness and hollowness of many of the faces. Whilst this could be 
partly a sign of their poverty and hunger, such faces were distinctly unfortunate in Chinese 
physiognomy, as opposed to the full and rounded faces so carefully depicted in portraits of the 
wealthy.171 However this still does not mean that the figures were painted “from life”; indeed, 
through knowledge of physiognomy, an artist could accurately depict figures with the correct ugly, 
“low” physiognomy necessary to designate “low” people.
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Although Zhou Chen’s paintings are quite unusual, Cahill has suggested that others of the kind were 
produced, but not kept due to their “low” subjects.172 One other rare, far less well known, survival is 
a Qing album of Beggars and Street Entertainers (fig. 49), again including entertainers, traders, 
children, and the apparently destitute. As in Zhou’s paintings, the figures are large and without 
background, stylistically still sketch-like, yet softer and perhaps more romantic than Zhou’s. The 
similar subject matter, but differences in style, suggest that rather than direct influence, there were 
indeed more images on similar themes circulating in early modern China. However, despite the 
apparent idealisation, once again the figures’ faces are unflattering, with upturned noses and round 
heads. Having a “low” physiognomy is once again a central aspect of depicting “low” figures that 
could be understood by an audience educated in physiognomy.
Visually categorizing the non-elite into “types” based on status and character was taken even further 
in Mughal painting. As well as the rich and noble being portrayed in albums, there are also a few 
portraits of favoured lower members of the court, including several musicians and even a wrestler 
named Fil-e Safid (“White Elephant”, fig. 50). As with other Mughal portraits, the figures depicted 
appear individualised and identifiable as unique people. However, Susan Stronge has suggested that 
these paintings, too, are mediated through a tradition of visualization other than pure naturalism. 
She has noticed that figures often appear to bear a striking similarity with the descriptions for such 
types of person listed in the Chitrasutra, a pre-eighth century Sanskrit text of artistic conventions, 
known as lakshanas.173 The wrestler, for instance, is impressively large and aligns with the 
convention of a wrestler being “tall and well-built, thick necked, large-headed and close cropped, 
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overbearing and massive”.174 Even the man’s unusual gaze towards the viewer, rather than in 
profile, could be linked to the Chitrasutra stating that wrestlers should not be depicted looking 
sideways.175 Stronge has found such models used even in the Hamzanama, one of the very earliest 
Mughal epic manuscripts produced for Akbar.176 However it is in later portraits that the lakshana 
models are merged with an actual known person. These models of depiction are also not only 
restricted to low people.177 However, given the prevalence of portraits of emperors and the elite, all 
needing to be depicted in a similar manner based on their status, it is only when portraits of lower 
people in different roles are compared that the differences in depiction become more noticeable. 
Although use of the lakshanas are technically types or models rather than physiognomic traits, 
depicting a figure as a certain role through use of the lakshanas could merge into physiognomy, as 
both are based on the idea of recognizing a person, or their role, through a certain set appearance.
These lakshana-mediated figures are shown in portraits, not genre paintings. The wrestler and 
musicians are still portrayed as individuals, despite being defined by their role within the court. One 
must look quite literally to the margins of Mughal painting for figures who are portrayed only as the 
unimportant, marginalized type of person they represent. The female attendants found in the margin 
around harem ladies bathing (fig. 39) are a form of common figural decoration found in Mughal 
albums.178 As with the importance of status-suitable depiction of lakshanas, the marginal figures are 
related to the status and role of the portrait’s subject: nobles are surrounded by their retinue of 
soldiers, servants and entertainers (fig. 51), ascetics by other holy men, and court ladies by female 
attendants. Rather than the exaggerated faces of lowly European and Chinese figures, however, the 
Rebecca Bray 
 54
174 Quoted in Stronge (2002) p.141
175 ibid
176 Stronge (2002) p.30
177 Stronge (2002) pp.100-101
178 Wright (2008) pp.110-114
physiognomy of these marginal figures is unexaggerated. Their heads tend not to be in full profile, 
perhaps suggesting that being able to read them physiognomically is unimportant, but they are not 
shown with negative physiognomies. 
Physiognomy of the foreign
Another group of Other people whom it could be supposed would have been negatively 
physiognomically portrayed are those foreign to a culture. Indeed, the foreign could be expected the 
most easy to depict as physiognomically different. However, Mughal early modern painting tends to 
depict such people without exaggerating the strangeness of their physiognomy.179 Two paintings of 
captured foreign soldiers by Aqa Riza (fig. 52) appear to be an exception. The figures are oddly 
stylized, quite different from Mughal portraits, or even depictions of genre-type figures. Their faces 
especially appear to look exaggeratedly rounded, with drooping, distinctive eyes unlike those 
normally found in Mughal figures. However, these figures are actually copies of portraits by 
Bihzad, a hugely influential Persian artist active a hundred years previously.180 Given that Aqa Riza 
himself was Persian and trained in the Safavid court before coming to work for Prince Salim (later 
Jahangir), the difference in style appears to be a conscious putting-on of style, a desired ability in 
the Mughal atelier, rather than a deliberate designation of the figures as Other.181 
In China there certainly was an interest in seeing foreign people represented. Strikingly similar to 
the layout of Zhou Chen’s Beggars and Street Characters, Zhigong scrolls had been made in China 
since the sixth century.182 A scroll made for the Qianlong Emperor (fig. 53) is a good example of the 
type; it shows a line of imperial tributes, from Chinese ethnic minorities to foreign envoys, and each 
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pair of tributes is accompanied by an explanatory text above them. Like Zhou’s Beggars, these 
figures are depicted on a blank background, and their costumes and key props, such as spinning 
wheels, weapons and instruments, are intended to allow viewers to identify them as typifying their 
people. Although not as exaggerated as Zhou’s grotesque faces, some heads do appear to have been 
depicted with unusual physiognomy. Interestingly, as with male and female ancestor portraits, the 
women’s faces are generally portrayed quite uniformly, as rounded and flat. The male faces, on the 
other hand, are often exaggerated, with elongated ears, bony chins, or bulging foreheads. Their 
bodies are often angular and twisted into strange positions. Given the positive emphasis in Chinese 
physiognomy on having full, rounded, regular features, these are faces of misfortune and bad 
character. In the context of the scrolls, therefore, these people are coming as tributes to the emperor 
because they are physically lesser than him, and the ruling Manchu people.
These scrolls were made in the Imperial Workshop, for the emperors, but during the Qing interest in 
seeing such people spread beyond the courts and led to the creation of “Miao Albums” (fig. 54). In 
these albums different ethnic groups from China’s margins are depicted along with information 
about their key features and customs, recording and representing the same interests as the imperial 
scrolls.183 Faces are again used as one of key aspects differentiating the people represented from 
those viewing the album. These facial characteristics are sometimes related to the strangeness of the 
people as told in the accompanying commentary; the Clear-River people, who are described as 
ambushing and extorting travellers, have very exaggerated physiognomies with big noses and thick 
eyebrows, whilst the Liminzi people, who farm and have festivals similar to the Han, do not have 
exaggerated features.184 However, whilst changeable aspects of appearance such as clothing, hair-
styles, and in one case a group who deliberately break their teeth, are mentioned in the 
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accompanying texts, physiognomic details such as shape and size of features are not. The depictions 
suggest that differing appearance was a feature that was noticed, but not one that was necessary to 
verbalize as a sign of difference.
Such innate differences in different races certainly were verbalized in Europe, on the other hand, 
and the differences were given physiognomic meaning. Della Porta writes of people with black skin 
as lazy, quick to anger, feminized and overly sexual.185 It follows, then, that depictions of black 
people were not flattering. Published alongside even very early accounts of exotic foreign lands 
were often printed images.186 A 1598 print of a “Moor of Barbary” (fig. 55) displays similar interest 
in costume and weapons as in Chinese Miao albums, as well as showing physiognomic difference. 
Only a small amount of the face is visible, but what is seen is enough to mark the man as Other to 
the print’s European audience. Especially noticeable are his thick lips, which were commented on 
and stereotyped as a sign of sexuality since the fifteenth century.187 In such images, rather than any 
physiognomic inferiority being left open to inference as in Chinese ethnographic images, the 
extreme prejudice against other races in physiognomic treatises meant that such features would 
have been immediately recognized as negative. Such ethnographic images presented as fact that 
non-Europeans’ physiognomy was always lower than European, and therefore that non-Europeans 
were a physically lower type of human, just as women and the poor were biologically subordinate 
to the superior elite man.
Similar physiognomic meaning could have been read even in the rarer early modern depictions of 
black people in individual portraits, such as Velazquez’s portrait of his slave Juan de Pareja (fig. 
56). At this time, black skin was a ‘signifier of slavery’ in Europe, and therefore the subject would 
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have been automatically registered as socially very low by any contemporary viewers.188 In relation 
to another of Velazquez’s paintings featuring a black serving girl, Tanya Tiffany has argued that by 
painting a black figure in a sympathetic, individualised manner, the artist was promoting a positive 
attitude towards black people.189 Whilst Tiffany presents a compelling and attractive argument, it is 
unclear whether she is projecting anachronistic moral values onto Velazquez; there is a record of 
him stating that black people should not be allowed to paint, calling into question whether he would 
have wanted to promote black salvation in his paintings.190 As part of deconstructing this, Tiffany 
argues that the light directly hitting the woman’s skin represents the awakening of Christianity, and 
hence salvation, in the girl’s mind.191 In other words, in order for a black woman to be saved, her 
skin was quite literally being lightened. Therefore even if such a sympathetic message was being 
argued within the painting, it still indicates a strong bias against dark skin, as a sign of sin and 
ungodliness. 
Given the increasing spread of European missionaries, traders and eventually colonialists 
throughout the early modern period, it could be supposed that the European tradition of 
physiognomy was transmitted to other artistic traditions, especially given the influence many 
scholars see between European and other forms of portraiture.192 The earliest interactions between 
Europeans and Asians were often conducted by Jesuits, Catholic missionaries who used images to 
help explain and attract people to Christianity. Jesuits were therefore especially involved with 
transmitting artistic knowledge from Europe to Asia; Giuseppe Castiglione, an Italian artist who 
worked for both the Yongzheng and Qianlong Emperors in the Chinese imperial painting workshop 
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(including creating portraits, fig. 57), and whose influence can be found in Chinese court paintings 
of the period, was also a Jesuit.193 However, given that physiognomy had an uneasy status in 
Catholic thought, including physiognomic treatises being banned at times, such knowledge would 
not have been transmitted as part of the Jesuit’s Catholic mission. By the time traders were 
interacting with and giving gifts to Asian rulers, physiognomy was undergoing a fall in popularity 
in Europe.194 No physiognomic texts therefore appear to have been brought from Europe to Asia. 
Even if Mughal or Chinese portraiture did take influences from European portraiture containing 
physiognomy, without an explanation of how the physiognomy worked, it would have been 
meaningless. Therefore not until the newly “scientific” physiognomy of the later eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, based more on measurements than similarities of appearance, did 
physiognomy become transmitted and used by Europeans as a tool of their colonial power.195
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Conclusion
This study has shown that physiognomy was a central element of the figurative art of early modern 
China, Europe, and Mughal India. Portraits and other images of people were created with the 
assumption that the audience would use physiognomic reading as part of the process of viewing and 
understanding. Even in images where physiognomy was not depicted or able to be read, this was a 
deliberate refusal of physiognomic reading. Both portraiture and genre scenes are often regarded as 
types of painting whose main function is to record people and scenes exactly as they appeared. 
However, this is too simplistic a view; acknowledging the importance of physiognomy in mediating 
how people were represented allows for a deeper understanding of why such images were created, 
and what they were trying to convey. Portraits and genre scenes show modern viewers the past, but 
a vision of the past that has been mediated through the contemporary worldview of their production. 
This can be difficult to identify, precisely because physiognomy was an element in the early modern 
worldview, so universally accepted as to be apodictic. Studying its uses therefore involves 
identifying how subtle or unspoken physiognomic factors may have influenced an artwork; various 
methods for doing this have been demonstrated in this paper. 
With this in mind, the process of viewing early modern portraits changes. To return to Bronzino’s 
Portrait of a Young Man (fig. 7), a painting that is often seen as an exemplary early modern 
European portrait showing a confident and wealthy noble, in fact has deeper levels of meaning 
based on physiognomy. Not only is the youth presented in a physiognomically positive manner, 
with an aquiline nose and large, clear eyes similar to those of Della Porta’ and Le Brun’s noble 
horse-men (figs. 19 & 28), but he is flanked by physiognomies of what he is emphatically not. Two 
small grotesque heads on either side of him, one apparently on a chair, but the other inexplicably 
appearing beneath the table, are the literal Other of the young noble, defining him by what he is not, 
and representing people over whom the noble, by his very nature, has dominion. This seemingly 
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subconscious inclusion of negative faces emphasises the importance of physiognomy in early 
modern art. 
Such conclusions about physiognomic art also have wider implications. Geertz’s anthropological 
model of art being part of a “cultural system” certainly bears fruit when considering how 
physiognomy and art interacted within a larger network of contemporary influences. Working as an 
element within a system, physiognomic art was not only influenced by the wider culture, but also 
helped to shape the formation of elite identity through distancing the Self – male, white, and 
wealthy – from the Other. One of the implications of understanding art in this way is that a ‘theory 
of art is thus at the same time a theory of culture’.196 In other words, the prevalence of physiognomy 
within early modern art suggests that physiognomic thought was equally prevalent, at least among 
the early modern consumers of art. Furthermore, the patterns and concerns identified could be a 
useful starting point for consideration of how other forms of knowledge interacted with art in early 
modern cultural systems.
The merits of a comparative approach to physiognomy and art have also become apparent 
throughout this study. When Foucault introduced The Order of Things by quoting Borges’ fictional 
“Chinese encyclopaedia” as an example of the humorously incomprehensible, the supposed origin 
of the encyclopaedia is significant in showing how he considered the non-Western world: incredibly  
foreign, with its own isolated, unchanging customs and set ideas that are almost incomprehensible 
to outsiders.197 This study of physiognomy within art shows that this is not the case. Each tradition 
of physiognomy works as a system of similitude, which becomes even more apparent when 
considering physiognomy within art. As well as working on the same basis, there are similar 
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patterns of physiognomy influencing art, such as anxiety over correct and religiously suitable use of 
physiognomy in portraiture, or the division in all traditions between male and female physiognomy 
and representation. Even smaller factors are comparable; for example, lion-like physiognomy has 
very positive connotations in all three traditions. This is not to say that the different forms of 
physiognomy are the same. They developed at different speeds, and took different forms; an 
extreme example of which is that Chinese physiognomy led to three quarter and full frontal 
portraits, whilst in India it influenced portraits to become full profile. These variations are due at 
least in part to the vastly different cultural systems within each tradition functioned, and hence help 
to further illuminate how the wider culture also shaped physiognomy and art. 
Such findings show the merits of studying one subject within a time period across several different 
regions, rather than the more standard form of tracing historical development in one place. 
Ultimately, an exact reason for why there were so many similarities cannot be known, given that the 
physiognomic traditions appear to have been very separate and not mixing between early modern 
societies. Their presence however speaks of an innate desire to try and read knowledge of a person 
from their surface appearance, a need that is still present in the handbooks of physiognomy that are 
printed and read even to this day.198
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